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Introduction
　　Ogyū Sorai 荻生徂徠 (1666-1728) and Andō Shōeki 安藤昌益 (1703?-1762) were 
intellectuals of the Tokugawa period whose philosophies have been associated with 
representing the “modern.” Elements identified as “modern” within their theories offer insight 
into how the concept has been perceived and continually reworked by Japanese historians 
such as Masao Maruyama, E.H. Norman, Naoki Sakai, Samuel Hideo Yamashita, Tetsuo 
Najita, and Toshinobu Yasunaga. Of these historians, considerable attention will be given to 
Maruyama and Norman, who not only located elements of modernity within the theories of 
Sorai and Shōeki respectively, but conceptualized these Tokugawa period intellectuals as 
heroic modern figures living in a premodern age. As will become evident, Maruyama’s and 
Norman’s conceptions of modernity had political implications which shaped their analyses. 
Looking at their commentaries ─ and reactions to them by the other scholars mentioned ─
will help to understand modernity’s role in Japanese history in a number of ways: 1) it will 
reveal how various interpretive modes of thought such as liberal idealism, Marxism, and 
postmodernism have been employed; and, 2) expose the extent by which European 
Enlightenment-inspired notions of linear time, subjectivity, and the nation-state, have 
contributed to framing a sense of what modernity means and how history has been 
interpreted.
Masao Maruyama on Tokugawa Intellectual History and Sorai
　　Masao Maruyama’s concept of history and political thought were heavily influenced by 
the German intellectual tradition. He employs Hegel’s dialectic in an analysis of modes of 
thought developed during the Tokugawa period in his seminal work, Studies in the 
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Intellectual History of Tokugawa Japan.1 Maruyama’s study looks at the gradual 
disintegration of Neo-Confucianism （儒教）. He claims that its insistence on a direct 
correspondence between human nature and nature itself was challenged by scholars of the 
Ancient Learning School （古義学） to produce a synthesis realized in the works of Ogyū 
Sorai.
　　Maruyama’s task to identify the modern in the Tokugawa period is politically motivated. 
His application of Hegelian dialectic to that era’s intellectual history is an attempt to explain 
Japan’s fall into fascism. Within Hegel’s theoretical framework, dominant systems collide with 
new ideas and the result is a synthesis between the two. According to Maruyama, modern 
thought in Japan did not develop this way; it was imported to Japan during the Meiji period, 
and therefore no synthesis was necessary. He suggests that modern thought was developing 
its own indigenous form by intellectuals of the various schools in the Tokugawa period. 
Continuity between modern ideas from the West and traditional ones led to the Second 
World War in which “anti-modern” thought was embraced. If this had not happened, and the 
modern thought that was developing in Japan had been nurtured, Japan would have gone 
down a very different path. Thus, Maruyama wants to show that a window of opportunity 
for the creation of an indigenous “modern consciousness” was derailed by a collision of 
Western ideas and traditional ones ─ in this case the bastardized appropriation of Kokugaku 
（国学） teachings. This failure resulted in the Japanese fascist state and in the suppression of 
“modern” intellectual and political institutions.
　　For Maruyama, modern thought is not a bad thing. His ideal is a collective society of 
autonomous thinkers that question political systems. What happened from the Meiji onward 
was that the Japanese government suppressed “modern” intellectual institutions. Maruyama 
saw in Sorai an autonomous modern thinker of the Tokugawa period. To bolster this claim, 
Maruyama invokes Machiavelli, the acknowledged European “forerunner to modern political 
thought.” According to Maruyama, Machiavelli is like Sorai in that he is associated with 
having divorced personal morality from effective government. He writes:
... given the fact that Sorai did remove moralistic restrictions on political thought, even 
to the extent described above, just as the honor of having established political science as 
a science in modern Europe is confirmed upon the author of The Prince, so it would not 
be inappropriate to call Sorai the “discover of politics” in the Tokugawa feudal system.2
1  Masao Maruyama, Studies in the Intellectual History of Tokugawa Japan, trans. Mikiso Hane (Tokyo: 
Tokyo University Press, 1974).
2  Ibid., 83.
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Like Machiavelli, Sorai emphasizes the role of political institutions and condemned decisions 
made by leaders based on “moralistic” premises.3
Ogyū Sorai and his Theories
　　Sorai’s reinterpretation of Confucian scholarship for political purposes defines him as a 
modern figure for Maruyama. In his works, Sorai consistently maintained that the public 
took precedence over the private, i.e., the collective superseded the individual. Sorai criticized 
the emphasis placed on meditation by proponents of Chu Hsi （朱子学）, who he felt orientated 
themselves towards a propensity to value emotions, personality, and the body. For Sorai, the 
Chu Hsi School lacked moral leadership and was responsible for social corruption. 
Accordingly, Sorai felt that everyone before him misunderstood the Way and did not know 
what Chinese antiquity was about.
　　As for methodology, Sorai looked toward language and philology. An examination of 
words and the ancient texts was critical in understanding Confucianism. Accordingly, 
meaning had to be related to institutions. He differed radically from the Chu Hsi School by 
defining the Way as the creation of the sages and not nature.4 Furthermore, by focusing 
directly on the ancient texts and not their commentaries, Sorai contended that the sages 
emphasized chi （気） over li （理）. This stands in contrast to Chu Hsi philosophers who 
privileged li over chi. The sages were the only legitimate source of inspiration and learning 
for Sorai; they were “innovative geniuses” who knew how to farm, build temples, create 
irrigation facilities, etc. Most importantly, the sages knew how to bring peace to the world 
and the Way operated to create political stability.5 Within Sorai’s theoretical framework, 
reaching “sage-hood” was equated with reaching enlightenment.
　　Sorai embarked on a task to take the Way and Confucianism into the public realm; he 
served as an informal advisor to Shogun Tokugawa Yoshimune. His views on the role of 
government were in keeping with the accomplishments of the sages, i.e., to prevent war and 
to maintain public institutions. With regards to policy-making, he promoted the establishment 
of granaries to ensure the food supply and to prevent unnecessary famine.
3  Maruyama begins his discussion of Sorai by presenting two anecdotal incidents that exemplify his 
views separating personal morality from public government. One of these examples he cites involves 
Sorai’s reaction to the very famous case of the 46 Ronin. Ibid., 76.
4  Precept Four of Sorai’s Bendo states: “The Way was constructed by the Ancient Kings. It is not 
natural. Possessing extraordinary intelligence and wisdom, these Kings received Heaven’s mandate to 
be rulers.” Tetsuo Najita, ed., Tokugawa Political Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 6.
5  Precept Two of Sorai’s Bendo states: “The Way of that Confucius taught is the Way of the Ancient 
Kings, and the Way of the Ancient Kings is to bring peace to the world.” Ibid., 4.
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　　Sorai did not believe in universals; if they did exist, only the sages were able to 
comprehend them. What he wanted to emphasize was for individuals to develop their own 
potential. He encouraged people to work hard at what they were good at. The individual’s 
job was not to understand the Way; it was to excel at what one did. Thus, Sorai accepted 
hierarchies and made the analogy that “you can’t change beans into rice.”6 Accordingly, he 
felt that rulers and scholars were the only ones who had anything significant to do with the 
Way; scholars interpreted it and rulers implemented it.7 Following this logical progression, it 
can be inferred that Sorai considered himself a sage since he was the only one who 
understood the Way. Defining universal laws was not a critical component in Sorai’s theories. 
Yet, given his conceptualization of sage-hood, he saw himself as having the faculties to know 
what they were.
　　Sorai’s theories were a reaction to the developing market economy in which the existing 
hierarchy determined by class was being challenged. Sorai wanted to do whatever he could 
to reverse the market forces. The implementation of institutional changes via lessons taken 
from the classic Chinese texts, served as the method for seeing those ends met.
Sorai as Maruyama’s Modern Man; Yamashita’s Response; Religiosity & the Nation-State
　　Maruyama’s concept of the modern is inherently optimistic and heavily influenced by 
Western philosophy; his interpretation of history follows a Hegelian dialectical model wherein 
Western notions of “freedom” and “progress” lie at its base. The invocation of Machiavelli is 
a clear indication that Maruyama’s conceptualization of “the modern political thinker” is 
bound within the Western ideal, i.e., leaders who separate personal morality from effective 
government.
　　Another aspect of modernity we find in all the Tokugawa-period intellectuals he 
highlights is an emphasis placed on the rational autonomous subject. Universal scientific laws 
discovered during the European Enlightenment opened the doors for intellectuals to apply 
subjectivity to other academic disciplines, such as the humanities. We see not only this same 
process developing during the Tokugawa period by the intellectuals Maruyama describes, 
but we find the injection of subjectivity into Maruyama’s vision of the modern itself.
6  Precept Fourteen of Bendo states: “one’s fundamental nature is endowed to that person by the grace 
of Heaven. However desirous, human effort cannot oppose and overcome the Will of Heaven. Should a 
person be forced into striving to do something as humanly impossible as this, the result will only be 
bitterness toward Heaven and hatred toward one’s parents.” Ibid., 19.
7  Precept Fifteen of Bendo states: “The Way, after all, rests with those who are princes and teachers.” 
Ibid., 19.
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　　Philology as a methodological approach based on “scientific” techniques is also associated 
with modernity; it was incorporated into the burgeoning academic discipline of history in the 
West as it became “professionalized.”8 Later, philology contributed to the defining of culture 
that was appropriated to the nation-state narrative.9 By locating a premodern indigenous 
tradition of philology developed during the Tokugawa period, Maruyama is able to 
demonstrate that Japan was moving on its own course towards modernity.
　　All of the preceding aspects of modernity are incorporated in Maruyama’s portrayal of 
Ogyū Sorai, or formed an important piece in his overall discussion of nationalism in which 
Sorai represented a missed opportunity in Japanese history for a genuine and “progressive” 
modernity to be realized. Because Sorai is used as a means to explain why Japan got into 
and lost WWII, Maruyama’s interpretation of him is contingent on the present.
　　Maruyama views post-war Japanese society in a similarly negative light. He does not 
accept the “democratic” political institutions introduced during the American Occupation as 
having been meaningfully created or sincerely received. In other words, Maruyama’s 
idealized collective society of autonomous thinkers willingly criticizing institutions was again 
not realized. As in the Meiji period, Western institutions were imposed, thus preventing what 
he considered transformation into his idealized notion of the modern from taking place. 
Disappointingly for Maruyama, members of the Japanese postwar populace have merely 
acted as passive followers to the flow of the new system.
　　Maruyama’s analysis of Sorai’s teachings and his incorporation of him into a larger 
discussion of Japanese history and modernity raise a number of important questions. 
Furthermore, they reveal several inconsistencies and omissions that deserve some discussion. 
I would like to begin this examination by framing it around Maruyama’s complacent attitude 
towards Sorai’s endorsement of the culturally constructed and institutionalized bakufu 
hierarchy.
　　Although subjectivity plays an important role in Maruyama’s notion of the modern, he 
seems willing to contain it within the boundaries of knowledge attainment prescribed by 
Sorai. It is important to note that Sorai did not discourage individuals who demonstrated 
8  The “professionalization” of history refers to methodologies, techniques, and institutions introduced 
and fine-tuned by Leopold von Ranke in the eighteenth century in Germany. For a concise discussion of 
the development of Western history see Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob, Telling the 
Truth about History (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994).
9  Susan Burns brings an interesting discussion of Meiji period Kokugaku scholar Haga Yaichi into this 
debate. Exposure to the Germans’ application of philology to the nation-state narrative provided 
inspiration for Haga to look at the Japanese tradition, which could be similarly utilized in helping to 
create a uniquely Japanese sense of nationalism. See Susan Burns, Before the Nation: Kokugaku and the 
Imagining of Community in Early Modern Japan (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003).
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promise and ability from becoming scholars. Meritocracy is deeply rooted in the Confucian 
tradition and it does not preclude subjectivity. However, this conceptualization seems to 
conflict with Maruyama’s idealist vision of modernity in which a populace of autonomous 
thinkers questioning political institutions holds society together.
　　By focusing on the role of Confucianism in politics and public institutions, Maruyama 
emphasizes the “rational” Sorai. It was “irrationality” and “fanaticism” that characterized 
Japan’s “anti-modern” fascist state which Maruyama objected to so passionately. Clearly, 
Maruyama is suspicious of religion. As a result, he downplays Sorai’s religiosity considerably. 
By not taking Sorai’s religious conviction into consideration, Maruyama exposes his own 
distrustful stance towards religion. He also reveals an extremely secular orientation towards 
the modern in which religion is de-emphasized.
　　Samuel Hideo Yamashita takes issue with Maruyama’s downplaying of Sorai’s 
religiosity.10 Yamashita makes the case that philology served a fundamentally spiritual 
function. He explains how Sorai’s conceptualization of heaven, and reverence to it and to the 
sages, were all tied to studying the ancient texts:
Sorai singled out the Six Classics because they evinced what he considered proper 
reverence for heaven. “What is recorded in the Six Classics,” he noted, “is essentially to 
revere heaven, and this is the first principle for those intent on learning the Way of the 
Sages.”11
Yamashita’s corrective makes it impossible to diminish or ignore the importance Sorai placed 
on his spiritual relationship to Confucianism.
　　As mentioned above, Maruyama is concerned with separating nationalism and religion 
to construct his vision of modernity. Such an orientation may lead one to assume that 
Maruyama was a Marxist. This is not the case. He holds steady onto a firm belief in liberal 
idealism. Translator Mikiso Hane discusses Maruyama’s refutation of Marxism in the 
following quote found in the introduction:
He (Maruyama) ascribes his inability to commit himself to Marxism to “my inbred 
skepticism of any ‘grand theory’ as well as my belief in the force of ideas operating in 
human history.’” He has continued to eschew all forms of dogmatism and has remained a 
10 Samuel Hideo Yamashita, “The Writing of Ogyu Sorai” in Peter Nosco, ed., Confucianism and 
Tokugawa Culture (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1984).
11 Ibid., 140.
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rationalist and a pragmatist and a sympathetic but stern critic of Marxism.12
Ultimately Maruyama projects an undeserved secularism onto Sorai. Had he incorporated 
Sorai’s religiosity to his greater discussion of modernity and nationalism, Maruyama would 
have touched on something that has received considerable attention among European 
intellectual historians: a reassessment of religion’s role with regard to modernity and the 
development of the nation-state.13
　　Recent scholarship reveals that religiosity and European Enlightenment-inspired ideals 
were congruent, and that Christianity played a decisive role in the creation of the nation-
state and in its institutions. This ongoing reevaluation among European intellectual historians 
makes it difficult to conceptualize “secular” political institutions and religion as mutually 
exclusive categories. For Maruyama, Western European nations and the United States 
represent democracies that Japan should emulate. If he had acknowledged religious aspects 
embedded in Confucianism and accepted Sorai’s religious conviction, his vision of modernity 
might have jibed closer to that of those Western nations he idealized. Furthermore, if 
Confucianism is viewed in religious terms, its accessibility becomes “democratized” while the 
restrictive nature Sorai ascribed to knowledge attainment remains intact. This augmentation 
reconciles Maruyama’s idealized notion of a modern nation-state in which a populace engages 
in critically questioning its institutions.
Sorai as Naoki Sakai’s Modern Foil to a Premodern Postmodern Hero
　　Naoki Sakai takes a postmodern approach to examine the use of language and the 
development of discourse in eighteenth-century Japan.14 As a proponent of postmodernism, 
Sakai is fundamentally critical of modernity. Sakai interprets Sorai’s use of language as 
inherently modern; his portrayal of Sorai is done as a means to juxtapose modern modes of 
12 Maruyama, viii.
13 The best example of this is David A. Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism, 
1680-1800 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2001). For a discussion on the 
relationship between Christianity and political institutions during the Scottish Enlightenment, see 
Richard Sher, Church in University in the Scottish Enlightenment; The Moderate Literati of Edinburgh 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1985). Jorge Canizares-Esguerra also discusses the debate 
between the Protestant Church and Scottish-Enlightenment thinking in Jorge Canizares-Esguerra, How 
to Write the History of the New World: Histories, Epistemologies, and Identities in the Eighteenth-
Century Atlantic World (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001).
14 Naoki Sakai, Voices of the Past: The Status of Language in Eighteenth-Century Japanese Discourse 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992).
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thought against postmodern ones. Itō Jinsai 伊藤仁斎 (1627-1705) is the embodiment of a 
postmodern hero living in a premodern age ─ there is no need to reconcile the potential 
problems of situating two distinct temporal categories together for Sakai because under the 
postmodern rubric, the idea of a linear progressive time gets obliterated. Sakai uses Sorai as 
a foil to make his broader claims concerning Jinsai who he contends had a “postmodern 
consciousness.”
　　Sakai’s discussion of “choreography” is an indictment on modernity represented by 
Sorai’s use of language and valorization of institutions. To frame this argument, Sakai sets 
the groundwork with a discussion of Ito Jinsai. He claims that Jinsai understood the 
disjunction between the enunciated (what is said), and the enunciation (the act of speaking). 
According to Sakai, Jinsai “realized” that the only moment when the enunciated and the 
enunciation were united was when words were spoken. Sakai sees Sorai and the other 
intellectuals he criticizes, i.e., Kokugaku scholars Kamo no Mabuchi 賀茂真淵 (1697-1769) and 
Motoori Norinaga 本居宣長 (1730-1801), as trying to resurrect the enunciated by focusing on 
the written texts. Accordingly, the resurrection of the enunciated resulted in the 
manipulation and use of the body which Sakai defines as choreography.
　　As described above, choreography enables the body to be controlled. This notion of the 
body being controlled forms a critical piece in the postmodern project to expose the 
dangerous nature of the modern. The forms by which choreography manifested itself differed 
between Sorai, Mabuchi, and Norinaga. According to Sakai, Sorai’s idealized vision of 
institutions is the site where the body becomes overwhelmed and the subject is wiped-out. 
Mabuchi and Norinaga on the other hand, accomplished choreography by privileging the 
recital of ancient poetry. The appropriation of language embedded in the methodologies 
employed by these scholars represented the antithesis of Jinsai who encapsulates the 
postmodern.
　　As an application of postmodern theory to Japanese history, Sakai’s study serves as a 
good resource; his introduction of choreography provides a fresh perspective on how to 
interpret Sorai’s vision of Tokugawa period institutions. This in turn, provides an opportunity 
for the reader to become familiar with the fundamental issues raised by postmodernism. 
However, Sakai’s study is also highly problematic as seen in Herman Ooms’s article, 
“Tokugawa Texts as a Playground for a Postmodern Romp.”15 Ooms observes that Sakai 
took extreme liberties with his analytical approach, translation, and use of sources. He likens 
Sakai’s study to a ventriloquist act in which Sakai uses postmodern theory as a device 
15 Herman Ooms, “Tokugawa Texts as a Playground for a Postmodern Romp,” Journal of Japanese 
Studies, 22:2 (1996).
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enabling him to speak for Jinsai. Sakai’s characterization of Jinsai as a heroic postmodern 
figure is thus forced.
　　Ando Shōeki may serve as a better and less-forced example of a Tokugawa period 
intellectual who exhibited postmodern qualities. He is certainly a scholar who, since the 
twentieth century, has been associated with representing the modern. Before exploring how 
we might be able to situate him in either context, a brief discussion of his life and an 
examination of his general theories are in order.
Andō Shōeki and his Theories
　　Andō Shōeki was a lesser-known scholar of his day whose works did not gain notoriety 
until the twentieth century. At an early age he entered the Zen priesthood for roughly ten 
years before renouncing Buddhism and becoming a doctor. As a young physician, Shōeki 
developed a keen interest in Dutch culture and “seemed to have had special access to 
information about Holland.”16 In 1744 he moved to Hachinohe （八戸） in the Oshu （奥州） 
Province (now Aomori Prefecture （青森県）) and began treating the townsfolk there. Shōeki 
gained a following among the people of Hachihone and his reputation as a philosopher and 
lecturer grew. Numerous famines as a result of drought and crop failures in the Tohoku 
region caused widespread suffering. These events deeply affected Shōeki and spurned him to 
formulate his theories and compose treatises on man’s relationship to nature. Shōeki 
developed a system of thought that looked towards reconnecting humanity to the natural 
world.
　　Shōeki’s views were highly critical of the Tokugawa government; he completely 
condemned the culturally constructed hierarchy of the bakufu. In direct contrast to Ogyū 
Sorai, he was deeply suspicious of language and the role of institutions. He rejected the social 
order and felt that the peasants had been forced into an unnatural and invented state of 
oppression, and that institutions, language, and ideologies, all served to support the warrior 
class.
　　According to Shōeki, the natural order in which man and nature harmoniously interacted 
had been ruptured. He blamed the sages for this transition and wrote: “the emergence of the 
sage ruler was the beginning of extravagance and cause of all evil.”17 Laws, language, 
theories, and institutions created by the sages set humankind on a degenerative path. Shōeki 
16 Toshinobu Yasunaga, Ando Shoeki: Social and Ecological Philosopher in Eighteenth-Century Japan 
(New York: Weatherhill, 1992), 25.
17 Maruyama, 254.
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took direct aim at the Sorai School with his theories that indicted the sages and which held 
the world of nature, i.e., the age before the sages, as the ideal.
　　Shoeki formed his theories around the ideas of “direct cultivation” or chokko （直耕） and 
“reciprocity” or gosei （互性）. Direct cultivation is based on two premises: 1) nature is 
constantly at work; and, 2) man and nature are inextricably connected. Man’s connection to 
nature is affirmed when individuals work the land. According to Shōeki, returning to a 
natural state can only occur if all men engage in agricultural production using their bodies. 
Thus, he defined the legitimate use of the body as labor expended on agricultural production. 
Conversely, illegitimate use of the body is associated with activities that destroy. The 
samurai represented the separation from a natural idealized state that existed in the past 
when human kind had no need for warfare; the impulse to destroy simply did not exist.
　　For Shōeki, the peasants and the samurai represented the legitimate and illegitimate 
uses of the body respectively. His concept of gosei worked to explain how language, 
ideologies, and institutions were devices created by non-cultivators used to separate man 
from nature. This process occurred when human beings began thinking in binary categories, 
resulting in the creation of laws. Maruyama discusses how the transformation from the 
natural world to the world of laws relates to gosei:
The transformation of human society from the world of nature to the world of law 
occurred when the principle of reciprocity was discarded and concrete unity was 
transformed into the abstract oppositions of “reasoning by distinction” (funbetsuchi). For 
example, while originally “heaven and earth were a unity, there was no high and low, 
and all was governed by gosei,” the sages appeared, separated heaven and earth, and 
fixed them, insisting that heaven is superior and noble, while earth is base and vulgar. 
The hierarchy of prince and subject, high and low, was then established (cf. the natural 
order of Chu Hsi philosophy).18
Institutions were established to maintain the socially constructed hierarchy resulting from 
binary thought. Language plays a critical role in defining oppositional categories under which 
this whole schema operates. Thus, Shōeki was ultimately suspicious of language and its 
power to create an oppressive and “anti-natural” social order.
　　Shōeki’s reaction against the ideologies of his day is very similar to Marx’s rejection of 
liberal idealism. Marx developed his notion of historical materialism to counter idealist 
theories of history that legitimized positive conceptions of modernity representing the status-
18 Maruyama, 260.
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quo.19 Like Marx, Shōeki felt that the prevailing ideas of his age provided disingenuous 
explanations concerning the structures and systems that oppressed the largest segment of 
society. As a result of these similarities, Shōeki has been implicated as sharing Marx’s vision 
of modernity. The Japanese historian best known for appropriating Shōeki to fit the Marxist 
paradigm is E.H. Norman. The following section will situate Norman in a historical context to 
better understand why and how he used Shōeki.
E.H. Norman
　　E.H. Norman was a Harvard-trained scholar who explained Japan’s movement towards 
modernity in Marxist terms. In 1940, his doctoral dissertation was published as Japan’s 
Emergence as a Modern State.20 In Japan’s Emergence, Norman interpreted the Tokugawa 
period as feudal. Moreover, the Meiji Restoration represented a significant yet disappointing 
shift in which an incomplete revolution took place; the peasants had been freed from the 
bondage of feudalism, but they were not relieved of oppression. For Norman, the Meiji was 
an ultimate failure and modernity’s promise had yet been realized.
　　After the war, Norman was appointed the head of the Canadian Liaison Mission to Japan 
and served as an advisor to General Douglas MacArthur from 1946-1950. During that period, 
Norman’s influence was significant. Japanese historian John Dower comments on the effect 
Norman’s views had on the SCAP commander: “it can hardly be pure happenstance that 
MacArthur’s favorite adjective for the old Japan was ‘feudalistic’ whereas his favorite noun 
for his own agenda of demilitarization and democratization was ‘revolution.’”21 Norman’s book 
was well received among members of the Occupation community and Japanese leftists alike. 
Japan’s Emergence “had become the de facto textbook of the Occupation,”22 and the Kōza-ha 
（講座派） saw him as “the first Western historian translated into Japanese after the Second 
World War who did what they had wanted to do but could not during the wartime 
repression of thought.”23
19 Mark Poster provides a good explanation of historical materialism and Marx’s refutation of idealism. 
See Mark Poster, Foucault, Marxism, and History: Mode of Production versus Mode of Information (New 
York: Polity Press, 1984).
20 E.H. Norman, Japan’s Emergence as a Modern State, in Origins of the Modern Japanese State: Selected 
Writings of E.H. Norman, ed. John Dower, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1975).
21 Ibid.
22 John F. Howes, “Emergence in Context,” in Japan’s Emergence as a Modern State: Political and 
Economic Problems of the Meiji Period, ed. Lawrence T. Woods (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000), 264.
23 Herbert P. Bix, “Rereading E.H. Norman,” in Japan’s Emergence as a Modern State: Political and 
Economic Problems of the Meiji Period, ed. Lawrence T. Woods (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000), 264.
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　　Norman continued to write numerous books, articles, reports, and reviews while he 
worked for the Canadian Liaison Mission.24 In 1949 he published Ando Shoeki and the 
Anatomy of Japanese Feudalism, which re-affirmed his Marxist interpretation of Japanese 
history and modernity. 
Shōeki as Norman’s Modern Man
　　Norman identifies several modern Marxist elements in Shoeki’s works. The first is a 
linear concept of time that interprets history as a series of progressive stages. According to 
Norman, Shōeki recognized the age in which he lived as feudal and maintained an optimistic 
and ultimately utopian vision of the future.25 The other Marxist element associated with 
modernity he observes is Shōeki’s “class consciousness.” Shōeki is described in the following 
quote as being cognizant of the social and economic changes going on his day in which the 
rising merchant class was gaining the upper-hand:
“While roundly condemning the samurai, and to a less extent the artisans, Shōeki reveals 
a rare insight into the transformation of his day when he states that despite the favored 
status of the samurai, it is really the big merchants who squeeze all three other classes.26
Norman suggests that Shōeki anticipated the trajectory of the Marxist paradigm by 
identifying the bourgeoisie as a class more oppressive than the samurai. 
　　By demonstrating that a “modern” class consciousness can be found in premodern Japan, 
Norman is able to bolster his claims that the Tokugawa period operated under feudalism, 
and that the Meiji Restoration represented an incomplete or failed revolution. Ultimately, 
Shōeki’s theories are appropriated to project a Marxist vision of modernity. For Norman, 
postwar Japan provided an opportunity to complete the transformation initiated during the 
Meiji. Like Maruyama with Sorai, we see that Norman’s interpretation of the past is 
contingent on how he viewed the present.
　　It is not surprising to see that Marxist analytical approaches have been incorporated to 
interpret Shōeki’s theories. He condemns the existing social order and defends the oppressed 
24 A complete bibliography of Norman’s work is included in E. H. Norman, Origins of the Modern 
Japanese State: Selected Writings of E.H. Norman, ed. John Dower (New York: Pantheon Books, 1975), 
465.
25 E.H. Norman, Ando Shoeki and the Anatomy of Japanese Feudalism (Tokyo: The Asiatic Society of 
Japan, 1949), ii.
26 Ibid, 70.
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peasantry. Although the fundamental argument of the Marxist paradigm and Shōeki’s 
message correlate, identifying him as a modern man within a Marxist context is somewhat 
limited. This is no fault of Norman. At the time he wrote his treatise, modernity was not 
being called into question. Modernity in both the contexts of Marxism and liberal idealism 
were an accepted “natural” phenomenon. However, once the postmodern project got 
underway, we find modernity being indicted.27 New avenues of analysis and methodologies 
opened up as a result of postmodernism. Elements of postmodern thought abound in Shōeki’s 
theories. It is within the realm of postmodern thought where we might be able to locate 
Shōeki more effectively.
Bifurcated History and Elements of Postmodernism in Shōeki
　　Numerous postmodern and poststructuralist elements can be found in Shōeki’s works: 
deep distrust of language; reluctance to define things in terms of oppositional binaries; 
concern over the control of the body.
　　In October 1992, Japanese historian Tetsuo Najita, gave the “Presidential Address” at a 
symposium in Hachinohe celebrating the 290th anniversary of Andō Shōeki’s birth.28 Najita 
commented on Shōeki’s distrust of language and how he recognized its potential to serve as 
a source of power. He elaborates on the techniques Shōeki applied to investigate language. 
Najita describes how Shōeki compiled a personal dictionary in which he “imposed 
unconventional and eccentric readings on widely accepted terms and concepts.”29 He 
comments on the motives behind Shōeki’s efforts:
Creativity, Shōeki affirmed through idiosyncratic practice, must first address language as 
being, as we would say today, ideologically informed. To receive moral language as 
truth, without questioning its ideographic form and meaning, was synonymous with 
perpetuating human prejudices and would make creative departures impossible.30
Shōeki clearly demonstrates a postmodern view towards language. As mentioned earlier, 
language served as the device to delineate objects and concepts into binary categories to 
create “unnatural” hierarchies.
27 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1977).
28 Tetsuo, Najita, “Presidential Address: Reflections on Modernity and Modernization,” The Journal of 
Asian Studies, 52:4 (1993):845-853.
29 Ibid., 846.
30 Ibid.
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　　Gender Studies is a field that has utilized poststructuralist theory to illuminate the 
culturally constructed and oppressive nature of binary oppositions.31 Shōeki attacks both 
Confucianism and Daoism for essentializing the world of nature into oppositional relations. 
　　Control of the body also figures in heavily for Shōeki. He distinguishes between 
legitimate and illegitimate uses of the body. The former involves agricultural labor and 
production while the latter is expressed in warfare. Shōeki recognizes the power institutions 
hold over the body and is concerned with seeing control returned to the individual. 
Accordingly, all members of the human family must engage in working the land to restore 
the natural order.
　　The nation-state as the ubiquitous system of political organization is also implicated with 
modernity. History as a device used to create and maintain national meta-narratives is an 
area of inquiry receiving considerable attention among historians.32 Shōeki represents an 
intellectual before the formation of the Japanese nation-state, whose interpretation of the 
past and the times of his day, were very different from the dominant narrative of history 
that ultimately emerged. Prasenjit Duara offers a theoretical methodology ─ what he calls 
bifurcation ─ to locate alternative narratives and present a wider picture of history in which 
the motivations behind the creation of a nation-state and history’s role in that process are 
challenged. Susan Burns employs Duara’s model of bifurcated history to locate a pre-nation-
state consciousness in the Tokugawa period among Kokugaku scholars.33 Because she limits 
her discussion to the Kokugaku, Burns does not bring Shōeki into her study. It is an 
unfortunate omission and missed opportunity on Burns’s part; one of the major benefits of 
bifurcation as a methodological tool is its wide scale applicability. Shōeki’s theories serve as a 
strong example of bifurcated history in the Tokugawa period.
　　Bifurcated history and the aforementioned poststructuralist/postmodern elements call 
modernity into question. An investigation into the works of Ando Shōeki illuminates many of 
the problems associated with modernity and facilitates the reexamination of Japanese 
historiography.
Conclusion
　　Ogyū Sorai and Ando Shōeki reveal numerous elements of “modernity” within their 
31 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990). 
Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).
32 Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1995).
33 Burns.
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works that have been used by the various scholars discussed in this paper to make greater 
claims concerning Japanese history. Maruyama uses Sorai to explain how Japan fell into 
fascism. Sakai presents Sorai as a modern foil to his postmodern hero Jinsai. And Norman 
uses Shōeki to prove that Tokugawa Japan operated under feudalism and that the Meiji 
period represented an incomplete revolution.
　　An examination of the works of Sorai and Shōeki as presented by Maruyama and 
Norman, offer an opportunity to see the similarities and differences between liberal idealist 
and Marxist conceptions of modernity. Both visions of modernity share a linear concept of 
time, a Hegelian dialectic model to interpret historical change, and an optimistic belief in 
progress. In addition, Maruyama and Norman are concerned with the development of the 
nation-state, in which the realization of their respective visions of modernity results in 
“freedom.”
　　Subjectivity, as emphasized by Maruyama’s portrayal of Sorai, plays an important role in 
creating the modern consciousness that embraces political institutions. Within the Marxist 
vision, subjectivity is important in terms of gaining a class consciousness that can criticize 
institutions. Liberal idealism is also targeted in this regard because it prevents people from 
realizing their plight and “the ideas people hold about social existence do not determine their 
existence.”34 Another element of modernity that we see emphasized in Maruyama’s portrayal 
of Sorai and which does not weigh significantly for Norman is the use of philology as a 
methodological tool. However, Shōeki’s distrust of language comprises a critical component 
when we look at him as a postmodern figure.
　　Other postmodern elements located within the works of Shōeki included a concern over 
control of the body and a reluctance to delineate concepts and objects into binary categories. 
Finally, with regard to uncovering a pre-nation-state consciousness that can challenge 
heretofore notions of progress and illuminate history’s contribution to the creation of national 
meta-narratives, Shōeki serves as a strong example of bifurcated history.
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